Age-Uniformity in Life Course Transitions: What Does the 1995 GSS Tell US? by Ravanera, Zenaida R. et al.
PSC Discussion Papers Series
Volume 13 | Issue 6 Article 1
5-1999
Age-Uniformity in Life Course Transitions: What
Does the 1995 GSS Tell US?
Zenaida R. Ravanera
University of Western Ontario, ravanera@uwo.ca
Rajulton Fernando
University of Western Ontario, fernando@uwo.ca
Thomas K. Burch
University of Western Ontario, tkburch@uvic.ca
Follow this and additional works at: https://ir.lib.uwo.ca/pscpapers
Recommended Citation
Ravanera, Zenaida R.; Fernando, Rajulton; and Burch, Thomas K. (1999) "Age-Uniformity in Life Course Transitions: What Does the
1995 GSS Tell US?," PSC Discussion Papers Series: Vol. 13 : Iss. 6 , Article 1.
Available at: https://ir.lib.uwo.ca/pscpapers/vol13/iss6/1
ISSN 1183-7284
Age-Uniformity in Life Course Transitions:
What Does the 1995 GSS Tell US?
by
Zenaida R. Ravanera
Fernando Rajulton
Thomas K. Burch
   
Discussion Paper no. 99-6
May 1999
Population Studies Centre
University of Western Ontario
London CANADA N6A 5C2
A paper presented at the Life Transitions session of the 1999 Annual Meeting of the Canadian
Population Society in  Sherbrooke, Quebec.
1A. Introduction
Are the ages at experiencing life course events more homogeneous now than in the past? For Canada,
Marshall and McPherson (1994) seem to think so: “The life course is becoming more structured over
time in that there is much less variability than there once was around the average years at which these
events occur. In statistical terms, the standard deviation has been reduced for the mean age at
marriage, the birth of first child, the birth of last child, the last child leaving home, and widowhood” (p.9).
A similar trend was observed in the United States for events in early life (Modell, Furstenberg, and
Hershberg,1976; Hogan, 1982, Winsborough, 1979). In an oft-cited study on social change and
transitions to adulthood, Modell, Furstenberg, and Hershberg (1976) found that compared to their
forebears, modern youth experienced greater uniformity and more routinization in the transition to
adulthood.  The ages at experiencing school completion, home-leaving, or marriage were concentrated
at narrower age ranges. 
This trend in age homogeneity in event transitions, implied by the institutionalization of the life course,
has structural explanations.  In a review of the Western modernization process in the last 300 years,
Kohli (1986) argued that because of individualization, social control imposed by family and local ties
were no longer effective. Institutionalization1 of the life course was seen as a means of social control. It
provided solutions to problems of orderly succession of the work force and of integration of individual life
time into organizational time patterns. Chronological age was also seen as ‘a very good criterion for
rational organization of public services and transfers’ (p. 286-291). 
Interestingly, while  Kohli convincingly explained the trend towards the institutionalization of the modern
life course, his paper ends with the proposition that the trend has ended by the 1970s in most Western
countries.  The standardization of the family life course has been reversed as evidenced by the rising
age at marriage and first birth, the increase in divorce rates, and the increase in the prevalence of
alternative family lifestyles such as cohabitation and single parenthood (Kohli, 1986).  These features
are indicators of what van de Kaa (1987)  and Lesthaeghe (1995) refer to as Second Demographic
Transition in many Western countries.  The veering away from the standardized or the normative family
life patterns implies lengthening of family life processes and greater variations in ages at event
transitions.  
Canada is a country that has undergone the change (Ravanera, et al., 1999).  In our previous papers on
the life courses of Canadians (Ravanera, Rajulton, and Burch, 1998a, 1998b, 1999), we have shown
how the timing and the sequences of life course events have changed over cohorts born between 1916
2to 1970.  The general trend in the average ages at experiencing family life events such as first union and
first birth is roughly u-shaped, that is, a trend toward younger ages until about the mid-cohorts and then
increasingly older ages towards the later cohorts.  Our analysis of sequence of events also pointed to
more complex life course trajectories among the later cohorts with higher prevalence of cohabitation and
divorce.
These changes have occurred in Canada from the 1980s, if not in the 1970s.  And yet, impressions
persist that life courses are more structured now than in the past (Marshall and McPherson, 1994).  This
is probably because variations in ages at experiencing events are not often examined by cohorts. 
Studies of timing of events usually focus on average ages such as means or medians and do not directly
address the question of whether or not age ranges have also changed.  Indeed, it is possible to have
higher ages at, say, first marriage and yet have  narrow age ranges at which the event is experienced.
But, when late age at marriage is  coupled with the proliferation of alternative life course trajectories, the
assumption that the life course has become more structured or standardized has to be examined more
closely. 
This paper analyzes the age ranges at transition  to early life events of school completion, start of
regular work, first union, first marriage and first birth.  These are examined by gender, cohorts, and type
of events.  Although not very useful in detecting cohort dissimilarities, we include family life events at
mid- and late-life (birth of last child, home-leaving of first and of last child) as they are useful for noting
differences in age ranges by gender and types of events.
B. Data and Methodology
This study uses data from the General Social Survey of the Family (GSS95) conducted in Canada in
1995.  This nationally representative survey has 10,750 men and women respondents aged 15 and
over.  Because our examination of age ranges require that the various birth cohorts should have
essentially completed the experience of certain life course events, we limit our analysis of family life
events to those 35 to 69 years of age as of the survey date or, men and women born between 1916 and
1960. For school completion and work start, events  which generally occur earlier in the life course, we
included the later cohorts, born from 1961 to 1970. 
The survey collected retrospective data on life course events such as the ages at end of schooling and
the start of regular work, and the timing of various family life events, from the respondents’ leaving their
parental home to the home-leaving of their own children2.  As with other similar retrospective surveys,
the GSS95 has limitations.  The sample is necessarily selected  from among those who are surviving
3and residing in the country as of the survey date. And, recalling the timing of past events is subject to
errors.  This is particularly problematic for the elderly who may have experienced some events decades
ago.  In spite of these limitations, previous analysis of the data shows that the survey information is
generally reliable.
The methodology used here is survival or life table analysis, the main advantage of which is that it takes
into account right censoring of events and thus, provides unbiased estimates of timing.  Survival analysis
is done separately for two non-family events, school completion and start of regular work, and seven
family events, namely, home-leaving, first union, first marriage, first birth, last birth, home-leaving of first
child, and home-leaving of last child.  A table is prepared for each 5-year birth cohorts from 1916-20
separately for men and women.  This paper makes use of interquartile ranges, obtained from the life
table by subtracting the age at which 25% of the cohort have experienced the event from the age at
which 75% have undergone the experience.  Other measures of spread could also be used like the
central 80% (90th percentile less 10th percentile).  Given the events of interest here, however, we think
that the interquartile range is probably more robust because the process of transition would have been
well underway at the 25th  percentile and would be virtually complete by the 75th percentile. 
To neatly summarize the trends of the interquartile ranges by events,  cohorts, and gender, we also use 
multiple classification analysis (MCA).  MCA is useful in that it provides the effect of a factor net of the
effects of the other factors.
C. Results of Analysis:
Table 1 presents the interquartile ranges of ages at experiencing the events, (which is also referred to
here as ages at transition to various life course stages), classified by gender and 5-year birth cohorts.
These were derived from the life tables prepared for each event. The trends in the interquartile ranges
(IQRs) vary mainly by type of events. That is, the trends in the IQRs of the non-family events (end of
schooling and start of work) by cohort and gender are different from the trends in the family life events
(from the respondents’ home-leaving to their children’s home-leaving).
1. Non-Family Events: End of Schooling and Start of Work
1a.  School Completion
4Figure 1 shows the interquartile ranges.  Both the ages at 25th and 75th percentiles for school completion
and start of regular work and the median (the dot in each vertical line) are shown. The trend in the IQRs
of ages at school completion is dominated by the bulge in the mid-cohorts (also seen in Table 1). For
men, the increase occurred with the 1931-35 birth cohort and continued until the 1941-45 cohort
whereas for women, this happened with the 1936-40 until the 1951-55 birth cohort.  A substantial
number of men and women in these cohorts must have taken advantage of the upsurge of favourable
conditions for higher education (mainly, post-secondary) in the late 60s and the 70s. But, because of the
recency of opportunities for post-secondary education, many others in these cohorts may have been
unable to go for higher schooling and ended their education at the secondary level in their late teens. 
That the IQRs have decreased for later cohorts of men and women may be due to stabilized
opportunities for schooling and the formal structures and normative expectations which continue to be in
force in  the process of education of the young.  It is possible, however, that many in these cohorts who
may have thought they have completed schooling, may later return for more education to meet the
exigencies of work.
1b.  Start of Work
As for the start of regular work, Figure 1 shows that the patterns of IQRs differ both by cohort and
gender.  Those of men have not differed markedly over cohorts, except for the two earlier cohorts with
somewhat larger IQRs.  In contrast, the change in the IQRs of women has been dramatic.  Among the
earliest cohort, less than 75% of the women had engaged in regular work (hence, the IQR cannot be
estimated).  This has changed in the next cohort (1921-25) but the IQR was still very large (about 32
years) reflecting the diversity in the work start of women.  No doubt, substantial numbers of these
women must have worked only after their children had grown.  Since that cohort, the IQRs have steadily
declined such that by the two latest cohorts (1961-65 and 1966-70), the IQRs of women are lower than
those of men.  This indicates that the structural constraints and  normative expectations about working
have drastically changed for women and may now be similar to those of men (Ravanera, Rajulton, and
Burch, 1998a).  However, these IQRs are only about the  start of regular work.  They do not capture the
diversities in a life-long career or work.  While the age ranges at work start of women may now be
comparable to those of men, the work trajectories still very much differ by gender.  In our earlier study on
work interruptions (Rajulton and Ravanera, 1998), we found that women experience more interruptions
than men.  Women use varied strategies for balancing the family demands and their participation in the
work force (Gerson, 1985). Thus, while the start of work is more age-standardized, the life course
trajectories involving work are now as complex as, or even more complex than, in the past. 
52. Family Life Events: From Home-Leaving to Empty-Nesting
2a. Differences over  Cohorts
To a great extent, the trends of interquartile ranges (IQRs) of ages at transitions to various family life
stages over cohorts and gender are similar.  This is shown in Figure 2 which also presents the ages at
the 1st, 2nd, and 3rd quartiles for first marriage and birth of first child.  For both men and women, the IQRs
are wide in the earlier cohorts, narrow in the mid cohorts, and wide again in the later cohorts.  This
pattern generally holds true for other family life events (see Table 1).   These trends in all family life
events are neatly captured by multiple classification analysis (Table 2) .  This  multivariate tool of
analysis is used to get the ‘effect’ on IQRs of a variable  (say, cohort) net of those of the  other two
variables (gender and events). 
As seen in Table 2, which shows the IQR grand means and the adjusted deviations from the means, the
earliest (1916-20) and the two latest cohorts (1951-55 and 1956-60) have positive deviations whereas
the mid cohorts have negative deviations, the biggest negative deviation being that of the 1941-45 birth
cohort.  This is true whether we analyze only the four family life events at early life (home-leaving, first
union, first marriage, and first birth), five events (early life events and birth of last child3), or seven events
(the first five events and  home-leaving of first and last child).  The trend until the 1941-45 birth cohort
corroborates findings that with modernization, family life events moved toward standardization or age-
homogeneity (Kohli, 1986; Winsborough, 1979; Hogan, 1982; and Modell, Furstenberg, and Hershberg,
1976).  But the trend among the later cohorts (from 1946 onwards) seems to indicate that family life
events have moved towards less standardization and more age heterogeneity of life course processes. 
2b.  Gender Differential
A glance at Table 1 and Figure 2 (note the different Y scale) shows that with few exceptions, the IQRs of
the family life events are narrower for women than for men.  This is neatly shown by result of the MCA
(Table 2) with a positive deviation from the grand mean for men and a negative deviation for women with
an average difference of about a year and a half [(6.89 + 0.70) - (6.89 - 0.70)].  Women’s transitions to
the various life stages are more age-standardized than those of men.  This has biological explanation in
that women have greater constraints on child-bearing at very young and older ages, which in turn affect
prior and later life events (for example, marriage and home-leaving of children).  And there are social
explanations as well.  Deviations from age norms say, on marriage, are less acceptable in women than
in men.  For example, the label for older unmarried women, ‘spinster’, has negative connotation not
6present in the equivalent term, ‘bachelor’, for men.  Alice Munro (1999), nicely depicts the social
pressure on women in an insightful musing of a female character in her short story, ‘Jakarta’:
"It seemed to her that life went on, after you finished school, as a series of further examinations
to be passed. The first one was getting married. If you hadn't done that by the time you were
twenty-five, that examination had to all intents and purposes been failed. ... Then you thought
about having the first baby. Waiting a year before you got
pregnant was a good idea. Waiting two years was a little more prudent than necessary. And
three years started people wondering. Then down the road somewhere was the second baby. ...
" (Pp. 82-83)
This differential by gender seems to persist even among the later cohorts.  Even if social constraints on
women’s timing of transitions diminish because of the move towards gender equality, there would still be
biological constraints. 
2c.  Variations in Family Life Events
Table 2 shows that IQRs vary by life course stages.  The adjusted deviations from the mean indicate that
the later the event in a life course, the wider is the range of age at which it is experienced.  For example,
controlling for cohort and gender, the IQR of home-leaving is 6 years (grand mean of 6.89 minus 0.88
deviation) whereas that of birth of first child is about 9 years (6.89 + 2.22).  The IQRs get even wider in
the later life event of home-leaving of children. 
Perhaps, the later the life course event, the more the factors (social, economic, cultural) that contribute
to the variations in ages at experiencing the event.  Apart from these factors, the timing and variations in
early life events do affect both the timing and variations of later life events.  Life course trajectories are
more complex in later life stages because earlier events have to be traversed, which can happen in
myriad of ways. 
D.  Summary and Conclusion 
To the question on whether or not life courses are more standardized now than in the past, the answer
provided by the 1995 GSS is “it depends on the type of events”.  The data allow  comparison among
nine 5-year birth cohorts, the earliest of whom made transition to adulthood around the 1930s.  Over this
period of about half a century, the data show that school completion is more standardized now than in
the recent past (around the 60s and 70s).  Although the ranges in age at school completion are not too
different now from the more distant past (30s to the 50s), the average length of schooling is longer and
the level of education higher.  In the period of rapid expansion of facilities and opportunities for higher
7education around the 60s and 70s, a significant number of young adults have gone through higher post-
secondary and graduate education finishing at older ages but a lot of them also have settled for
secondary education competed at younger ages.  The more stabilized opportunities for education and
the continued age-structuring of schooling may be contributing to the narrow age ranges of school
completion among the current young adults.  
The age ranges of men’s work start have remarkably remained similar over the past 50 years or so but,
for women, the age at start of regular work has become highly standardized.  However, the standardized
work start for women does not mean standardized work or career trajectories. In search of balance in
work and family life, women resort to various strategies involving full or part time work, flexible work
hours, and work interruptions at certain stages of family life. 
Thus, taking a longer term view, the work patterns of women can hardly be described as more
standardized now than in the past. 
As for family life events, the GSS points to a reversal of the trend toward standardization.  There was a
move towards age homogeneity in events of home-leaving, first union, first marriage, and first and last
birth up to the cohort born in the first half of the 1940s, or in terms of period, until around the1970s.
Subsequently, age ranges started to widen.4  It is paradoxical that individualization which is seen as a
cause for age-homogenization is also invoked as the possible cause of the widening of age ranges in
family life transitions.  But Kohli’s (1986) explanation that individualization has been pushed further
sounds plausible. When taken with the greater standardization of school completion and start of work,
this finding on family life events seems to support the argument that “today’s individualization process
occurs, and can only occur, on the background of regulated labor market and of functioning public social
security systems” (Kohli, 1986, p.  296 citing Beck, 1983). 
Another explanation, not incompatible with that of individualization, is the change of values.  Many in the
Western countries have moved from materialism to post-materialism, which in family life, finds
expression in less adherence to societal norms and more tolerance towards, say,  abortion, divorce,
extra-marital affairs, single parenthood (Inglehart, 1990).  The atmosphere of tolerance must have made
age norms less restrictive or deviations from expectations about ages at say, first marriage or first birth,
more accepted now than in the past. 
While there may be greater age variations now, women’s ages at family life transitions are still more
uniform than those of men.  Although this differential may diminish as the move towards greater gender
equality is attained, biological constraints would continue to make women’s family life course transitions
more age homogeneous than those of men.
81. Kohli (1986, p.  271) defines institutionalization as the process of making
the life course "a social institution % not in the sense of a social grouping
(as aggregate of individuals), but of a pattern of rules ordering a key
dimension of life."
2. The questions on dates were asked as follows: (1) Home-leaving: In what
month and year did you last live with one or both of your parents (or parent
substitutes?) (2) School completion: What is the highest level of education
you have attained? In what month and year did you complete your studies? (3)
First Regular Work: Have you ever worked at a job or business on a regular
basis? By this I mean a full-time or part-time job which lasted six months or
longer. In what year did you first start working on a regular basis? Exclude
part-time employment while you were attending school full-time. (4) First
Cohabitation: Have you ever been a partner in a common-law relationship?
(Common-law partnership means having a sexual relationship while sharing the
same usual address.) In what month and year did you and your partner begin to
live together? (5) First Marriage: In what month and year was your first
marriage? (6) Age at First Birth: In what month and year was your first child
born? 
The dates of birth of last child and home-leaving of children were also asked
of the respondents and included in the child file of each respondent.
3.It may be noticed that with the inclusion of birth of last child (Table 2, 5
Events), the deviation from the mean for the 1956-60 birth cohort declined
from 0.79 to 0.35.  This reflects the much lower IQRs of men and women in this
cohort for age at birth of last child (see Table 1). While this may be an
indication of actual decrease, it is also possible that this is due to
truncation of the event as of the survey date.  It is possible that men and
women in this cohort would still have additional children and increase this
event’s IQR.
4.The retrospective nature of the GSS data does not allow comparison over the
same number of cohorts for the last two events of home-leaving of children,
therefore, we cannot tell whether a similar trend is happening for these later
life events.
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Table 1: Interquartile Ranges of Ages at Experience of Family  and Non-Family
Life Events, By Gender and By 5-Year Birth Cohort
Males
School Work Home- First First First Last HL of HL of
Cohorts Complet. Start Leaving Union Marriage Birth Birth F Child L Child
1916-20 10.0 8.6 6.2 8.9 8.9 8.9 12.0 12.0 18.5
1921-25 7.8 6.6 8.1 5.3 5.3 5.3 9.6 7.6 14.6
1926-30 7.8 4.9 7.5 6.6 6.6 6.6 9.2 9.6 10.3
1931-35 13.5 5.7 7.5 5.8 5.9 5.9 10.1 12.3
1936-40 14.1 5.3 7.0 6.4 6.6 6.6 10.8 9.6
1941-45 11.5 5.3 5.4 5.2 5.3 5.3 9.1
1946-50 8.2 4.5 6.0 4.8 5.7 5.7 9.9
1951-55 8.1 4.8 6.4 7.0 10.5 10.5 12.1
1956-60 8.1 5.0 6.6 7.1 9.9 9.9 8.2
1961-65 7.8 5.6
1966-70 6.2 5.0
Females
School Work Home- First First First Last HL of HL of
Cohorts Complet. Start Leaving Union Marriage Birth Birth F Child L Child
1916-20 5.1          * 7.1 7.3 7.3 10.3 12.1 9.7 13.0
1921-25 7.8 32.2 6.2 5.4 5.5 7.2 8.6 7.2 11.7
1926-30 4.5 23.4 5.4 5.0 5.0 6.3 8.0 8.0 13.9
1931-35 6.2 11.3 4.9 5.3 5.2 8.7 8.7 8.2 11.8
1936-40 16.3 10.0 4.9 4.9 4.9 6.9 7.4 9.7 10.9
1941-45 11.4 6.2 4.7 5.2 5.8 6.9 8.8 11.5
1946-50 16.3 5.3 5.2 5.0 5.8 9.1 9.4
1951-55 12.6 5.0 4.0 4.6 6.3 8.8 9.1
1956-60 8.4 5.5 5.1 5.2 8.3 9.2 7.9
1961-65 7.2 5.2
1966-70 5.9 4.9
* Less than 75% of the cohort members started regular work.
Non-Family Family
Non-Family Family
Table 2: Grand Means and Adjusted Deviations of Interquartile Ranges of  
Ages at Transition to Family Life Stages
Grand Mean 6.89 7.41 8.04
Cohort
  1916-20 1.73 1.89 1.88
  1921-25 -0.20 -0.24 -0.50
  1926-30 -0.36 -0.47 -0.62
  1931-35 -0.32 -0.28 -0.18
  1936-40 -0.60 -0.56 -0.56
  1941-45 -1.13 -1.02 -0.70
  1946-50 -0.66 -0.50 -0.50
  1951-55 0.75 0.82 0.82
  1956-60 0.79 0.35 0.35
Eta 0.43 0.39 0.32
Sex
  Males 0.70 0.68 0.70
  Females -0.70 -0.68 -0.67
Eta 0.35 0.32 0.26
Events
  Home-Leaving -0.88 -1.40 -2.05
  First Union -1.05 -1.57 -2.23
  First Marriage -0.29 -0.81 -1.46
  First Birth 2.22 1.70 1.04
  Last Birth 2.08 1.43
  Home-L of First Child 1.63
  Home-L of Last Child 5.10
Eta 0.66 0.73 0.81
4 Events 5 Events 7 Events
Figure 1: Interquartile Ranges of Ages at School Completion and Start of Work, by Gender and By Cohort
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Figure 2: Interquartile Ranges of Ages at First Marriage and First Birth, By Gender and By Cohort
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